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Third parties’ voices in a therapeutic interview
MICHÈLE GROSSEN and ANNE SALAZAR ORVIG
Abstract
Drawing on a dialogical approach inspired by Bakhtin, we start from the as-
sumption that a concrete discussion is an intermingling between dialogue in	
praesentia and dialogue	in	absentia, and we refer to the notion of “enunciative 
positioning” to account for the various relations that a speaker may express 
toward the voices that he or she invokes. Our data are based on a first thera-
peutic interview between a therapist, a mother, and a child in a counseling 
center for children and adolescents. We identify the various voices invoked in 
this interview and show that three levels of discursive process were involved: 
(a) the speakers invoked absent speakers; (b) at the same time they developed 
their own discourse on the basis of their interlocutors’ discourse which (c) 
i tself drew on absent speakers or voices. We highlight the various discur-
sive processes through which the speakers integrate their own voice into ab-
sent voices, or integrate a distant voice so that it loses its property of being a 
distant (and borrowed) voice. As a theoretical and methodological contribu-
tion to dialogism, our results show that absent voices and their specific inter-
mingling with hic	et	nunc	exchanges were a major resource for therapeutic 
processes.
Keywords: therapeutic interview; dialogism; enunciative positioning; 
voices; discourse analysis; heteroglossia.
1.	 Introduction
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his	or	her	commitment	to	the	therapy	and	to	orient	the	therapist’s	actions.	In	the	
case	of	therapeutic	consultation	for	adolescents	and	children,	which	is	of	in­




sult	 at	 the	 request	 of	 a	 third	 party,	 typically	 the	 child’s	 teacher	 (Cederborg	






















grasp	 the	 intermingling	 between,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 present	 participants’	






and	 relate	 them	with	 their	own	voices?	How	do	 they	mobilize	 them	for	 the	
construction	and	formulation	of	the	problem?
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representation,	 or	 definition	 of	 the	 problem,	 and	 sometimes	 formulate	 it	 ex­




fessional	 or	 institutional	 discourse	 (Linell	 2009;	Sarangi	 and	Roberts	 1999;	











the	dialogical	dimension	of	discourse	refers	 to	 the	fact	 that	any	discourse	is	
shaped	by	preceding	discourses,	as	well	as	by	the	responses	it	anticipates.	Con­







gism	may	be	 grasped	 at	 two	different	 levels	 (François	 2005;	Salazar	Orvig	
2005):	 (a)	 the	dialogue	 in praesentia,	where	various	 co­present	 participants	
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2.2.	 The speaker’s enunciative positioning
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However,	in	these	studies,	“polyphony”	often	seems	to	be	defined	as	a	mo­




among	 the	enunciators	 represented	 in	discourse,	absent	voices	are	 intermin­
gled	with	the	addressee’s	voice.	From	Bakhtinian	dialogism	and	Ducrot’s	no­
















ship	between	 the	 speaker	and	 the	enunciator,	 including	dialogue	with	one’s	




absent	 voices	 by	 analyzing	 a	 therapeutic	 session	where	 absent	 voices	were	
particularly	important	and	to	show	the	role	of	these	third	parties’	voices	in	the	








brought	 together	 a	mother,	 her	 seven­year	old	 son,	Alain,	who	attended	 the	
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second	grade	of	elementary	school,	and	a	woman	therapist	trained	in	systemic	
family	 therapy	 and	with	 substantial	work	 experience.	The	 consultation	was	
recommended	by	the	child’s	teacher	because	of	poor	school	achievement.
In	 this	 session,	 the	child’s	participation	was	quite	 low	(about	10%	of	 the	
total	number	of	utterances).4	This	explains	why	none	of	the	excerpts	presented	














3.1.1.	 Method. Voices	 of	 other	 enunciators	 may	 take	 on	 very	 different	
forms	in	discourse.	They	may	be	explicitly	quoted	but	may	also	creep	into	an	









1	 	 T	117:	 (to	Alain)	are	you	the	only	one’	+
2	 	 A	37:	 yeah
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the	specificity	of	which	is	to	indicate	a	direct	reference	to	another’s	discourse,	
such	as	“he	said,”	for	example.
The	 second	 criterion	 relied	 on	 the	discursive	 and	 semantic	 links	 that	 are	
constructed	in	and	through	dialogue:
(2)
1	 	 T	245:	 (to	Alain)	[do	you	feel	well	when]	you	give	orders
2	 →	 	 to	mom’	hmm’	+	and	that	you	treat	her	like	your






and institutional background	 (such	 as	 scientific	 knowledge,	 commonsense	




3.1.2.	 The various types of voices. Our	analysis	showed	that	a	great	number	
of	 voices	 were	 evoked.	 For	 simplification,	 we	 grouped	 them	 according	 to	
four	 types,	 which	 should	 not,	 however,	 be	 taken	 as	 a	 rigid	 and	 definitive	
c	lassification.
First,	 there	were	 the	 voices	 of	 concrete persons or groups.	 They	 corres­
ponded	 to	 the	distant	participants	who	were	 invoked	by	 the	mother	and	 the	
child	(for	example,	 the	father,	 the	 teacher,	etc.).	Among	them,	 the	 teacher’s	
voice	was	quoted	35	 times	and	was	so	 largely	predominant	 that	 the	 teacher	
a	ppeared	 to	 be	 an	 almost	 palpable	 (or	 audible)	 participant	 in	 the	 interview.	
Another	voice,	external	to	the	family	circle,	was	also	mentioned,	but	less	fre­
quently	 (seven	 times):	 that	 of	 a	 doctor	 who,	 some	 years	 before,	 examined	
Alain	for	his	allergies.






Another	type	of	voice	was	what	could	be	called	the	voice of theory (Grossen	
2006)	and	corresponded	to	cases	where	some	elements	of	a	scientific	theory	
could	be	recognized	in	the	participants’	discourse:
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We	 also	 found	 one	 example	 of	 reference	 to	 regulations or rules.	 It	 was	
r	ecognizable,	 among	 other	 elements,	 by	 the	 use	 of	 a	 deontic	 verb	 (ought 
to):
(6)
1	 	 M	92:	 (.	.	.)	I	said	now	we	first	do	homework,	if	you
2	 	 	 have	time	we	can	see	we	can	see	and	then	if	it’s	too
3	 →	 	 late	gee	it’s	too	late,	one	ought	to	do	it,	one






mother’s	and	in	 the	 therapist’s	discourse,	 the	voices	of	 theory	and	expertise	




less	pervasive,	played	an	 important	 role	 in	 the	construction	of	 the	problem.	
This	is	why	we	shall	now	focus	upon	these	two	voices	to	answer	our	second	
research	question.
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3.2.	 The role of third parties’ voices in the formulation of the problem
Our	 question	was	 twofold:	What	was	 the	 speakers’	 enunciative	 positioning	
with	 respect	 to	 the	 teacher’s	 and	 doctor’s	 voices?	How	did	 the	 participants	
i	nvoke	 the	 teacher’s	 and	 the	 doctor’s	 voices	 in	 their	 formulation	 of	 the	
problem?









1	 	 T	37:	 do	you	feel	he	has	good	contacts
2	 	 	 with	his	mates’
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1	 	 T	37:	 do	you	feel	he	has	good	contacts
2	 	 	 with	his	mates’
3	 	 M	34:	 yes	he	has­	he	has­	he	has	good	contacts	but
4	 →	 	 actually	the	teacher	also	told	me	that	at	school­	he
5	 	 	 gets	on	well,
6	 	 T	38:	 hmm
7	 	 M	35:	 he	has	good	mates	boys	and	also	girls	but	actually	he	is
8	 	 	 also	quite	brusque	also	in	his­	in	his­	in	his
9	 	 	 behaviors	it’s	a::




There	were,	 however,	 other	 instances	 in	which	 the	mother	 displayed	 her	
positioning	toward	the	teacher’s	voice,	as	shown	in	Extract	(12):
(12)
1	 →	 M	61:	 no,	it’s	ok,	well	it	somewhat	just	happens	+	he	is
2	 →	 	 bored,	the	teacher	feels	+	that	sometimes,	she	says
3	 →	 	 she	says	it’s	not	that	he	cannot,	we	know	it,	I	know
4	 	 	 it	also,	if	he	wants	to=
5	 	 T	77:	 hmm
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6	 →	 M	62:	 =it	works	easily	but	+	we	really	feel	that	he’s	bored,












1	 	 M	110:	 there	are	things	for	example	if	there	is	an	injustice,
2	 	 	 something	which	is	really	not	fair	he	can	get
3	 →	 	 himself	into	a	state	err	he’s	very	sensitive,	the
4	 →	 	 teacher	told	me	too	by	the	way
5	 	 T	77:	 hmm
6	 →	 M	111:	 =	it’s	crazy	how	sensitive	he	is,	what	she	tells	me
7	 	 	 too	with	respect	to	other	children	+	even	actually	he
8	 	 	 has­	well	she	she	what	she	thinks	actually	what	she
9	 →	 	 told	me	it’s	not	that	he’s	not	able	to,	it’s	that	he




me	too by the way”,	lines	3	and	4).	The	teacher’s	voice	then	reappeared	twice,	




As	 regards	 the	 therapist’s	discourse,	 the	analysis	 showed	 that	no	 instances	
similar	to	those	described	in	the	mother’s	discourse	could	be	found.	The	therapist	
always	invoked	the	teacher’s	voice	by	reformulating	the	mother’s	discourse,	
and	her	positioning	 toward	 the	 teacher’s	voice	was	either	absent	or	 slightly	
distant,	as	shown	in	Extract	(14),	which	begins	at	the	end	of	Extract	(11):
(14)
1	 	 M	34:	 (.	.	.)	the	teacher	also	told	me	(.	.	.)
2	 →	 M	35:	 (.	.	.)	he	is	quite	brusque	also	in	his­	in	his­	in	his
3	 	 	 behaviors	he’s	a::
Brought to you by | Bibliotheque Universitaire de Lausanne
Authenticated | 130.223.2.2
Download Date | 5/10/13 5:57 PM
64	 Michèle Grossen and Anne Salazar Orvig
4	 	 T	39:	 [a	direct]
5	 	 M	36:	 [a	little	bit]	excited,	a	bit	direct	yeah	yeah	+
6	 →	 T	40:	 so	he	is	brusque	and	then	it	provokes	reactions’
7	 	 M	37:	 from	the	others’
8	 	 M	38:	 yeah	(T	looks	at	Alain)

















1	 	 TF	143:	 (.	.	.)	+	(to	Alain)	hmm	but	well	it’s	the
2	 →	 	 teacher	who	says	so	hmm’	that	she	thinks
3	 	 	 sometimes	you’re	bored	in	class	hmm’	is	it	true
4	 	 	 that	sometimes	you’re	bored	in	class
5	 	 A	41:	 no
6	 	 T	144:	 what	school	subject	do	you	like’
By	addressing	her	question	to	the	child,	the	therapist	presented	the	teacher’s	
point	of	view	(as	reported	by	the	mother	in	Extract	12)	to	the	child.	In	this	case,	






3.2.3.	 The doctor’s voice in the formulation of the problem. The	doctor’s	
voice	was	not	invoked	until	the	second	half	of	the	interview	(32nd	minute).	It	
was	introduced	by	the	mother:
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(16)
1	 	 M	184:	 no	he	doesn’t	want	to	go	to	bed,	he	doesn’t	want	to
2	 	 	 be	alone	whereas	+	in	principle	we	don’t	have	any
3	 	 	 problem	but	when	he	feels	that	now	err’
4	 →	 	 I	don’t	want	to	be	alone	he	tyrannizes,	that’s	the	word
5	 	 T	200:	 hmm
6	 →	 M	185:	 he’s	a	little	tyrant,	he	was	ill	when	he	was	little	two
7	 	 	 three	years	old	I	had	him	at	the	hospital,	because
8	 	 	 he	had	asthma	+	err	not	chronic,	allergic=
9	 	 TF	201:	 hmm
10	 	 M	186:	 =to	animal	hair,	dust	and	all	sorts,	I	had	him	at	three
11	 →	 	 at	the	hospital,	the	doctor	told	me	+	it	won’t	go	away
12	 →	 	 like	this	madam	he	tyrannizes	you,	he	you:	he	already


















1	 	 M	205:	 (.	.	.)	when	he	was	in	first	grade	it	seemed	to	me
2	 	 	 that	I	was	just	doing	that,	well	I	mean	not	with	marks
3	 	 	 but	I	mean	at	the	end	of	the	day	I	reminded	myself	and
4	 	 	 I	told	myself	but	you	just	[bowled]=
5	 	 T	218:	 [bowl	him	out]
6	 	 M	206:	 =and	gave	him	slaps’	+	and	I	said	stop	and	now	I
7	 	 	 do	it	less’	+	practically	never
8	 	 T	219:	 so	if	I	understand	well	you	are	nevertheless	looking	for
9	 →	 	 a	mo­	a	way	to	help	your	son	be	less	tyrannical
10	 	 M	207:	 yeah
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11	 	 TF	220:	 hmm’	and	to	teach	him	to	be	more	autonomous	to
12	 →	 	 depend	less	on	you,	to	less	e:rr	suck	you	(laughing)
13	 	 	 as	you	say
14	 	 M208:	 yeah
15	 	 TF	221:	 this	is	nevertheless	a	request	of	yours,	isn’t	it’	well
16	 	 	 if	I	understand	well	there	are	nevertheless	difficulties
17	 →	 	 in	keeping	a	rein	on	your	son,	hmm’






marked	a	distance	with	 the	mother’s	wording.	In	 line	16,	 the	doctor’s	voice	
faded	away	but	could	still	be	heard	in	the	therapist’s	use	of	the	expression	“to	
keep	 a	 rein	 on	 your	 son”,	which	 is,	 semantically,	 associated	with	 the	word	





1	 →	 TF	316:	 (.	.	.)	and	you	nevertheless	said	that	he	tyrannizes	you
2	 	 	 so	it’s	nevertheless	something	which	is	+	painful	for
3	 →	 	 you	to	let	yourself	be	tyrannized	by	your	son	and
4	 	 	 probably	also	difficult	for	Alain	to	somewhat	realize
5	 →	 	 that	he	can	tyrannize	his	mother
6	 	 M	315:	 hmm
7	 	 TF	317:	 hmm’	so	hmm’	it’s	not	so	simple	even	if	he’s	radiant
8	 	 	 (laughs)	maybe	it’s	not	so	simple	for	him	to	have	so
9	 	 	 much	say	at	home
10	 	 M	316:	 hmm
11	 	 TF	318:	 and	to	be	able	to	somewhat	call	the	shots,	[that	is]=
12	 	 M	317:	 [yeah]
13	 	 TF	319:	 =	he	can	make	you	shout,	he	can	make	you­	I	don’t
14	 	 	 know	yes	if	he	makes	you	cry	but	well	he	can	provoke
15	 	 	 a	heap	of	emotions	and	it’s	heavy	to	carry	+	to	be	at
16	 	 	 the	origin	of	this,	so	for	Alain	it’s	not	so	simple	to
17	 	 	 realize	that	he	makes	mom	shout	that	he	makes	mom
18	 	 	 sad	that	he	e:rr	yes	[that	he	succeeds	in	manipulating	her]
19	 	 M	319:	 [yeah	yeah	I	understand]
20	 	 TF	320:	 so	it’s	maybe	+	difficult	in	the	head	to	understand
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21	 	 	 these	things	but	with	his	guts	he	also	reacts	to	[this]
22	 	 M	319:	 [hmm]
23	 	 TF	321:	 so	err	it	seems	to	me	that	his	position	+	where	he	is
24	 	 	 is	not	so	comfortable	for	him,	so	err	[and	I]
25	 	 M	320:	 [yes	I	just	never	thought]	never	thought	of	that
The	doctor’s	voice	could	be	identified	on	three	occasions	through	the	use	of	the	
word	“tyrannize.”	On	only	the	first	occasion	(line	1)	did	the	therapist	present	





her	own	field	of	competence.	 In	none	of	 these	cases	did	 she	 show	her	own	
enunciative	positioning.



















show	 the	 significance	 of	 a	 dialogical	 approach	 in	 understanding	 the	 thera­
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self	 that	 is	 interesting	but	rather	dialogized heteroglossia	 (Bakhtin	1981;	on	
this	notion	see	also	Morson	and	Emerson	1990),	a	notion	that	calls	attention	to	

















resource	 for	presenting	 the	problem	from	different	 standpoints,	whereas	 the	
therapist	referred	to	absent	voices	as	a	resource	for	 introducing	some	diver­
gences	 that	 prompted	 the	mother	 to	 reconsider	 her	 own	 construction	of	 the	
problem.	Absent	voices	and	their	intermingling	with	hic et nunc	exchanges	led	
to	various	formulations	of	the	problem	and	ended	up	with	a	formulation	that	
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draw	on	what	 Peräkylä	 and	Vehviläinen	 (2003:	 730)	 called	 a	 “professional	
stock	 of	 interactional	 knowledge”	 (SIK),	 that	 is,	 an	 “organized	 knowledge	
(theories	or	conceptual	models)	 concerning	 interaction,	 shared	by	particular	
practitioners	 or	 professionals.”	 In	 line	 with	 Peräkylä	 and	Vehviläinen’s	 at­
tempt	 to	 show	how	Conversation	Analysis	may	document	 therapeutic	prac­
tices,	our	results	may	then	constitute	a	case	in	which	dialogical	discourse	anal­
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:	 Colons	represent	elongated	speech,	a	stretched	sound.
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